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In 2009, Hannah Wadle settled in Sztynort to do research for her doctoral

thesis – and stayed for a whole year. Gradually, her cautious explorations

turned into familiarity and what began as a purely academic interest became

a dedicated personal commitment to the town and its people. She learned to

see the Lehndorff manor house from many perspectives. In 2017, she founded

a cultural festival, and since then the palace has come to life every August.

A cautious approach. A doctoral thesis. And the art of dreaming.

We are sitting on the terrace of the old "Zęza", the legendary former sailors' tavern. In front of

us, the Sztynort harbor glitters in the sunlight. Researcher Hannah Wadle tells us, full of

enthusiasm, how  came to be part of her life.

Hannah Wadle in Masuria, summer 2009. Hannah Wadle, Free access - no reuse

It all started in the early summer of 2009, when she was preparing for her doctorate at the

Center for Tourism and Cultural Change in Leeds and was a research intern at the Tourism

Information Center in . From there she undertook numerous cycling tours in the

surrounding area. Her topic was tourism in post-socialist times, the change after 1989 and its

socio-cultural facets.

 

Sztynort 1
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Sztynort fascinated her instantly. Everything that interested her as a social anthropologist

seemed to be present in one town: a sailing port with a sociological history, a decaying

Prussian noble residence, a village community in crisis. "An incredibly exciting intersection of

themes."

Sztynort from above: palace and farm buildings, village and harbor. Archiv Kreisgemeinschaft

Angerburg, Free access - no reuse

The following year she came to live in Sztynort. She wanted to spend time there in a way that

allowed her to be open-minded and impartial – "deep hanging out," as it is called in

ethnographic research. 

 

As a young adult, Hannah Wadle had already discovered a love of the Polish language.

Growing up in the Palatinate, on the French-German border, her parents were Western

European polyglots. In order to distinguish herself, she became interested in the east, which

seemed an enticing new territory after the eastward expansion of the EU.
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Hannah with her hosts, the Dacko family. Hannah Wadle, Free access - no reuse

A young privileged and self-confident European, she found her way almost effortlessly in four

countries – Germany, France, England, . And yet Sztynort was an adventure.

 "For six months, I walked up and down the village street, cautiously meeting and greeting

people," Hannah Wadle says. It got cold, and people wondered why this stranger was still

there. "One day it had snowed. My car was parked on the street, and it was getting dark. And

the neighbors thought I was alone in the woods, that I’d somehow got lost, and came looking

for me."

 

People in the village were worried about her. From then on, the researcher felt a little like she

belonged there. Shortly after this, she found accommodation with a kindly elderly couple, who

took her in.

 

Little by little she learned what moved the people. At that time, there were 76 permanent

residents living in Sztynort. Many were dissatisfied with the developments after 1989; they

felt disconnected from the new market economy, aggrieved and deeply insecure.

Poland
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Hannah Wadle, early March 2011 in Sztynort. Hannah Wadle, Free access - no reuse

After the upheaval of 1989, villages like Sztynort experienced increasing social stigmatization

in the media and politics, which left its mark on the self-image of the people who lived there.

The anthropologist listened and asked about their former life in the PGR (Państwowe

gospodarstwo rolne). The older ones in particular had positive memories of the time of state-

ownership – it was a life of work, leisure, community. The "Pałac", the former Lehndorff castle,

was a major part of this. Nevertheless, they took a critical look at the socialist ideals of the

ruling party.

 

The Pałac had been part of the socialist Sztynort. First perceived after 1945 as a remnant of a

social enemy – a political legacy of Prussia and the feudal aristocracy – but it soon found a

new purpose. It became the seat of the new power, the residence of the director of the PGR. It

was also the social hub of the village, with a canteen, banquet hall, and cinema – a kind of

people's palace, which also housed the local kindergarten .
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The kindergarten in the Pałac. Agata Kern, CC0 1.0

The people of Sztynort were sad about the palace’s decline after the communalization and

multiple unsuccessful attempts at privatization in the 1990s. They felt indignant, but above all

disappointed and increasingly fatalistic. The well-kept front garden had become overgrown,

two older women explained, and people from the neighboring village had stolen the roses.

This was hurtful and affected them personally, because they had once planted the roses

themselves and now suddenly no one was taking responsibility. "The transition from

communism to capitalism," says Hannah Wadle, "is for them the transition from a palace

garden to a wasteland."

 

The vacant Pałac, like the villagers themselves, had become the plaything of investors and

politicians. A symbolic image of the lack of community life. There was nowhere to meet.

Everyone struggled along on their own.

 

One small hope was the German-Polish foundation (https://deutsch-polnische-stiftung.de/ ),

which took over the castle in 2010 with the help of its Polish sister foundation.
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The rundown palace in 2010. Ostpreußisches Landesmuseum, Free access - no reuse

Hannah Wadle focused on the change of the tourist culture. Already in East Prussian times, at

the beginning of the 20th century, the first regattas were held on the Mauersee. The

breakthrough, however, came with socialism, and from the end of the 1960s the Masurian

Lake District developed into the most important sailing region in Poland.

Scouts at the holiday camp in Sztynort, 1980s. Hannah

Wadle, Free access - no reuse

The sailing harbor at Sztynort in the 1990s. Hannah

Wadle, Free access - no reuse

The history of a sailors’ paradise
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Soon everything in Sztynort revolved around the port, the "marina", and not around pigs, cows

and fields. In summer, scouts and students, workers from state-owned industries and farms

came in droves. The village became a "Mecca for sailors", popular throughout the country.

The locals also discovered water sports. Many described how, looking back, that was the best

time of their lives.

To better understand all this, Hannah Wadle decided to learn to sail, and she sought the

company of sailing instructors who remembered the good old days.

 

Many of the stories revolved around the "Zęza”, the harbor tavern, a meeting place for the

sailing community from the early 1980s. It was a dingy, smoky vaulted cellar into which one

descended as into the belly of a ship. They served beer and homemade pierogi, affordable for

everyone. And everyone would drunkenly sing shanties together. Footage taken by a guest to

the tavern in July 1993 gives a good impression of the atmosphere.

From the mid-1990s, big money flowed into the sailing harbor and high-end restaurants were

built. The "Zęza" managed to survive until 2005, when it was converted into an exclusive wine

bar.

Small-scale tourism. Ulla Lachauer, CC BY-NC-SA 4.0

For the original Sztynort residents and the "real" sailors from the old days, the "Zęza"

remained a place of longing.

 

Hannah Wadle's heart goes out to them – the losers in this economic game. They’re the ones
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she’s interested in, also as a researcher. "We're sitting in a tourist landscape here," she says

animatedly, "but the people here are, for the most part, shut out of it." She worries about the

village. Over the years, she has turned from simply a listener to a committed participant in

local affairs.

 

For the anthropologist, the "old Zęza" is a counter-concept, the antithesis to neoliberal

capitalist transformation. And a source of inspiration for local visions of the future. Here and

there they actually exist – one of the projects is a village fish restaurant. For many years,

Hannah Wadle has followed with interest the journey of the gutsy local woman who is the

entrepreneur behind it.

 

After the research year for her doctoral thesis was over, the anthropologist kept coming

back.

Sztynort harbor, 2020. Ulla Lachauer, Free access - no reuse

For her, the microcosm of Sztynort is an endless source of fascination. The village, the port,

the castle. Three worlds, each with its own history and dynamics.

  

She witnessed how the ailing castle suddenly became the center of new life and energy. She

had often observed the German tourists. Bus passengers who, after visiting the Führer's

headquarters “Wolfsschanze”, 

Ulla Lauchauer, Agata Kern Hannah Wadle

Seite 8 von 12



“Wolfsschanze”,

The "Wolf's Lair" was built during the Second World War and was one of the "Führer headquarters". The

facility, including bunkers and numerous buildings, was above ground but camouflaged in a wooded area near

the town of Rastenburg (now Kętrzyn). Hitler stayed there mainly from 1941 to 1944. Today, the ruins of the

Wolf's Lair, which was demolished by the Wehrmacht during its retreat, are a tourist attraction.

wanted to see the aristocratic estate where Heinrich von Lehndorff, one of the conspirators of

July 20, had his home. Or the cyclists who saw the palace as merely a stately backdrop for

their picnics. But now activists entered the scene, the German-Polish Foundation, and the

Lehndorff Society. In 2014, under the direction of Professor Wolfram Jäger  of the TU

Dresden, emergency work began to secure the castle and save it from irrevocable

deterioration.

The exhibition “Chronist unserer Träume” (Chronicler of our dreams), summer 2017.

Hannah Wadle, Free access - no reuse

Why wait until the palace is given a new purpose, thought Hannah Wadle. The reconstruction

of this massive building will take decades, so why not, in parallel, launch a process of cultural

participation.

Summer festival – the palace comes to life
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In August 2017, the first “culture week” took place on the palace grounds. It started with a

small exhibition based on Hannah Wadle's field research: "Chronist unserer Träume. Schloss

Sztynort 1947-2017” (Chronicler of our dreams. Sztynort Palace 1947-2017).

 

The next year the motto was "Spaziergang" (taking a stroll), referring to Antje Vollmer's

"Doppelleben” (Double Life) . One of the tours followed in the footsteps of Heinrich and

Gottliebe von Lehndorff: excursions of the young lovers into the countryside, Sunday

promenades to the teahouse, local places where their daughters would play. The escape

route through the park taken by Heinrich von Lehndorff, after jumping out of the window on

the morning of July 21, 1944.

The avenue of oaks in the park and Nona and Vera von Lehndorff with their dog, 1941.

Ostpreußisches Landesmuseum, Free access - no reuse

Hannah Wadle's vision was for a festival that would take people on imaginary journeys

through places and times. Where, by changing your perspective, you could find new answers,

with the palace as an intersection of a myriad of different memories – German, Polish and

others, a kind of "imaginarium" for Europe.

 

"Palace in Progress" – the summer program is now entering its fifth year. Money is scarce, the

project relies largely on donations. And on its volunteers: people from the village and the

region, circles of friends from  and , Berlin and Dresden, Manchester and Warsaw Gdansk
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, where Hannah Wadle is now an assistant professor at the Institute of Anthropology

and Ethnology at Adam Mickiewicz University.

Film project “Sztynort 1935”, directed by Jakub Maiński,

2019. Hannah Wadle, Free access - no reuse

Concert “Orient – Okzydent” the “Schola Wegaity” from

Olsztyn (2020), Hannah Wadle stands at the front on the

right. Ulla Lachauer, Free access - no reuse

For a long time, art has been her second passion. Every year she invites artists to Sztynort.

Sometimes the castle construction site is the setting for an experimental film project that

takes us into the world of 1930s aristocracy. Sometimes the Lehndorff church in 

becomes a concert hall for medieval music from the Orient and the Occident. The festival

has benefited this northern Polish region on many levels.

 

But the people involved in these initiatives often feel like they’re sailing against the wind, and

things are not getting any easier. The European crisis, the rise of nationalism, a pandemic that

came out of the blue. Whether the former aristocratic palace will ever be finished, whether it

will be able to reestablish itself as an important place for the village, for the voivodeship, for

Europe, is uncertain. "A question of generations."

Perhaps the youngest of the campaigners will live to see it – Dawid Dacko, who is now 18

years old.

 

As a toddler, he explored all corners of the castle on the shoulders of his grandfather Jurek.

As he grew older, he learned that his great-grandfather, a forced laborer from occupied

Ukraine, had worked for Count Lehndorff in the horse stable in the 1940s.  

 

Dawid tells the summer guests about this today. It’s yet another piece in the mosaic of

European historical storytelling that Hannah Wadle dreams of.

Poznań

Radzieje
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Dawid Dacko, 18 years old, volunteer from Sztynort. Ulla Lachauer, Free access - no reuse

English translation: William Connor
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